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COMMENTS OF
AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS, AFL-CIO

The American Federation of Teachers (AFT) urges the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) in it's final rule on universal service for schools
and libraries, to adopt provisions that will assure comprehensive telecommunications
services to schools and libraries throughout the nation at affordable rates. AFT
believes that the November 8, 1996 recommendations of the Federal/State Joint
Board make tremendous steps toward fulfilling the intent of the Telecommunications
Act of 1996 with regard to universal service support for schools and libraries. We
urge the FCC, in its final rule to give positive consideration to these recommendations
and, with a few adjustments, adopt their recommendations as the final rule.

AFT is particularly pleased that the Joint Board's recommendations make all

telecommunications services that are available commercially subject to universal

service support. These services, including access to the Internet and inside
connections to classrooms are crucial to delivering education via advanced
telecommunications to the broadest numbers of K-12 students and aduit learners.

AFT strongly urges the FCC to adopt the Joint Board's two stage discount
method. The school lunch stepped approach will assure affordable rates to schools,
and do so in an administratively non-burdensome manner. We offer several
recommendations regarding the pre-discount rate and others intended to make sure
that eligible schools that don’t gather school lunch data, or don't gather it accurately

will be able to participate.

Description of the American Federation of Teachers

- The American Federation of Teachers represents 925,000 members who are
K-12 teachers and school aides, higher education staff, health care professionals, and

public employees.
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Response to Requests for Comments Released November 18, 1996

The Request for Comments asks for additional information regarding methods
for identifying high cost areas, and measures of economic advantage that may be
used for identifying economically disadvantaged schools and libraries. Also, the FCC
seeks advice on how the final discount method can be administered in a minimally
burdensome fashion. AFT concurs that the method established should present no
needless administrative burdens at the national, state, and local level. We urge the
FCC to adopt a rule that establishes a balance between fostering administrative
flexibility and ensuring accountability for the use of the Universal Service Fund by all
institutions seeking support. AFT is particularly confident that using the National
School Lunch program and federally approved surrogates for school lunch eligibility
will achieve both goals.

Method for Determining Discounts for Schools

The Two Stage Discount Method

The AFT concurs with the Joint Board's recommendation of a two stage
approach for determining discounts for schools. The first stage would give every
eligible school an initial discount price -- the lowest price providers in their region give
to similarly situated non-residential customers for similar services. This price would
serve as a benchmark from which a final discount price would be taken. The final
discount would be based on the percentage of students that are eligible for the
National School Lunch program, with deeper discounts for schools with higher
percentages of school-lunch eligible students.

The initial benchmark discount is meant to assure that every school, regardiess
of its economic circumstance or geographical location, will receive a significant
discount for telecommunication services. If the initial benchmark price (or pre-
discount price) is based on regional prices, as recommended by the Joint Board, the
discounts realized by schools and libraries will not be as large as ones based on a
national average of the lowest price for such services. A national best price could
make services more affordable and we urge the FCC to consider the added benefits
to schools and libraries of a nationally averaged pre-discount price.

The stepped approach for providing deeper discounts tied to school lunch
eligibility criteria assures greater affordability for all schools, especially, but not limited
to those that serve economically disadvantaged students and those in high costs
areas. It is estimated that under the Joint Board's recommendation, the average
discount available to schools - - urban, rural, and suburban -- will be 60%, a sizable
reduction in costs.

Taken as a whole, this two stage discount method makes significant strides
toward addressing the principles underlying the universal service provisions in the
Act.



School Lunch Eligibility as the Criteria for Determining Discounts

Eligibility for the School Lunch program is tied to students’ family income and is
generally regarded as a good indicator of schools’ and districts’ ability to afford
educational services. The majority of public schools around the nation and a
significant percentage of private schools (approximately 22%) participate in the
program. For the ‘95-'96 school year, close to 92,000 schools participated in the
program. Data are available for these 92,000 schools, as well as established
guidelines and structures for administering the program. Using school lunch criteria
minimizes administrative burden on these schools. At the same time, available data
on these schools can be used for accountability for use of the Universal Service
Fund's resources when the FCC conducts its review and evaluation of how the school
and library parts of the Universal Service Fund are working.

The stepped approach to using the school lunch method benefits schools that
serve children from low wealth communities because of its distribution to areas with
concentrations of poor students. It is well documented that schools that serve
communities with high concentrations of poverty have students with added and more
complex educational problems than those with lower poverty rates, including larger
numbers of children with disabilities and limited English proficient students, older
facilities with greater infrastructure needs, etc.

The stepped method will benefit the majority of private schools that serve poor
children, as well as public schools with similar populations, since private schools are
2 1/2 times more concentrated in large cities which have high concentrations of
poverty. Private schools are 1/3 as likely to be located in rural areas. And, it is
arguable that any participation by private schools under the universal Service Fund
should be under the aegis of public school authorities.

Concerns have been expressed that some schools -- private and public -- do
not participate in the school lunch program and do not collect necessary data. Other
schools participate but, for a variety of reasons, their students maybe under-subscribe
to the program and they show an inaccurate count of eligible students (e.g. some high
schools, rural schools, urban schools with highly transient populations). Such cases
are readily handled under the regulatory guidance that accompanies Title | of the
Improving America’s Schools Act. Statutory and accompanying regulatory guidance
permits schools to certify their eligibility for the school lunch program by collecting or
assembling other data to extrapolate a school lunch count. We recommend that
schools be permitted to use any of a variety of currently employed, federally approved
proxy methods to arrive at a school lunch count, with the exception of assumed
proportionality, which we discuss later.

We propose limiting the proxy method to those specified and delineated in
statute and regulations for several reasons. Proxies established in statute and
delineated in regulation under Title | have been arrived at through a negotiated
rulemaking process that involved a broad representation of school organizations.
Accordingly, there is general agreement in the education community that the proxy
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methods and the data they require are appropriate estimates of school lunch counts.
(Note: Assumed Proportionality was allowed as a proxy for one year only, so that
affected schools would not be prevented from participating during the first year of the
reauthorization of IASA. After that first year, those that do not participate in the
school lunch program and want to participate in Title | of IASA must choose one of the
other proxy methods.)

Public and private schools that participate in Title | but not in the school lunch
program where undercounting is a problem have begun to use these proxies.
Accordingly, their use under the Telecommunications Act should not be more
administratively burdensome for them. The FCC could expand the use of these
federally-approved proxies to additional schools that do not collect school lunch data

or where undercounting is a problem.

However, expanding the use of proxies beyond those that have been already
adopted could unnecessarily entangle the FCC in endless review and approval
processes of many, less appropriate proxy schemes.

Finally, there are two additional benefits to limiting the number and kinds of
proxies to those already established. First, school lunch and proxy data on schools
could be readily included in local plans to help providers verify bona fide requests.
Secondly, such data would be valuable when the FCC evaluates the effectiveness of
the Universal Service Fund discount method for schools.

Assumed Proportionality as a School Lunch Proxy

We urge the FCC not to adopt assumed proportionality or any variation of it as
a proxy for school lunch counts. It would frequently lead to errors in determining the
eligibility for deeper discounts and use of the Universal Service Fund. For example,
wealthy or advantaged private schools that are situated in poor communities but serve
a geographically dispersed population could claim the same discounts as schools in
the poor community. Such schools could receive hefty discounts without verifying that
their school lunch count qualifies them for these discounts. This would permit such
schools to unfairly take discounts meant for other schools -- urban, rural, poor schools
-- and cause an unfair drain on the Universal Service Fund allotment for schools and
libraries in general. Further, permitting this would undercut the Joint Board's
recommended discount methodology.

Other Exemptions from the Discount Method

Regarding the issue of whether the FCC should permit greater discounts for
schools than those established in the discount methodology on the basis of
“hardship,” we urge that the FCC not establish a hardship rule at this time. The
stepped approach to using school lunch criteria, recommended by the Joint Board, is
itself a method for addressing hardship, with more needy schools receiving greater
discounts. Setting up a second mechanism to grant greater discounts to certain
schools would only undermine the hardship principle embodied in the school lunch
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method. It would invite a variety of schemes to circumvent the basic method. Finally,
adding a hardship exemption to the method would require additional administrative
mechanisms, and unnecessarily complicate the administration of the discounts.

AFT urges the FCC to defer for a period of time any decision to permit
exemptions from the discount method based on hardship -- until after it has an
opportunity to review and evaluate the effectiveness of the Joint Board's
recommended discount strategy. At this point in time, we recommend that the Joint
Board's discount method be put into effect. Data gathered during implementation
should identify any hardship issues that can be addressed after a national evaluation
has been completed.

Conclusion

The American Federation of Teachers urges the FCC to give positive
consideration to the November 8 recommendations of Joint Board regarding universal
service for schools and libraries. We strongly urge you to adopt the recommended
discount methodology, which, with few adjustments, can be used in a vast majority of
schools. As structured, the Joint Board's recommendations assure that all Americans,
through the nation’s learning institutions have greater opportunities for success in the
dawning information age. In this regard, the Joint Board's recommendations and the
FCC decision are addressing vital national interests that extend beyond education.

Respectfully submitted,

W\Mﬂoﬁ%\

Mary M. Cross, American Federation of Teachers’
Legislation Department

555 New Jersey Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20001

December 18, 1996
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